Abstract This work examines some of the effects of climate and climate variability in the Arenal River Basin of Costa Rica, the site of the largest hydropower complex in the country. The Arenal system, which drains part of the north-central portion of Costa Rica, covers a total area of approximately 493 krn 2 ; it is managed mainly for electric power generation and produces nearly a quarter of the electricity in Costa Rica. Monthly, pentad (5-day means), and daily precipitation data are used to study signals associated with climate and shorter-term atmospheric disruptions in the basin. Although the study area is relatively small, strong spatial and temporal contrasts are found in the precipitation patterns there. A clear distinction in the seasonal distribution of precipitation is observed over short distances (~30-40 krn
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INTRODUCTION
Costa Rica's economy used to rely mainly on agriculture. During the last decade, however, some high-technology industries have been established, increasing the demand for qualified professionals, and stimulating the adaptation and improvement of higher education and training programs at universities and technological institutes. Tourism has become an important source of national income; therefore, building and access to facilities in natural and ecologically rich environments have expanded substantially. Also, public health services and telecommunications are widely spread throughout the country and its more than 3 million inhabitants. As might be expected from this socioeconomic situation, there has been an urgent requirement for providing various forms of energy to users, especially electricity. Lately, the demand for electricity has increased dramatically in Costa Rica, where electricity generation is provided mainly by hydropower (75%). Thermal, geothermal, and wind energy generation (18%, 5%, and 2%, respectively) are the other sources of energy used to supply electricity to industry and residential users.
Climate variability on various time scales, from interannual to seasonal, and shorter-term meteorological phenomena have affected Costa Rica's economy and jeopardized the society in many different ways during the past. After the severe impacts of EI Nino and La Nina during the last decade, especially those associated with the 1997-98 EI Nino event, and perhaps after the impact of Hurricane Mitch in 1998, the general public realized the relevance and importance of timely meteorological and climate information in the planning, management, and utilization of water resources in the country.
A relatively small country, Costa Rica also possesses a very complex topography (Fig. 1) , with distinct annual rainfall distributions, even on small spatial scales. Large mean annual precipitation totals and suitable
